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I am grateful to Secretary Santha Nair of the Ministry of Rural Development, 

Government of India for inviting me to the Conference. 

 

When I look back on over 55 years of my working career in Government, United Nations 

(UNCRD, UNICEF, and UNDP/UNOPS), an international NGO (Aga Khan Foundation 

(AKF) and Rural Support Programmes (RSPs), my greatest successes and satisfaction 

were when I succeeded in forging genuine and meaningful partnerships with 

communities. Over forty seven years ago my mentor Akhter Hameed Khan gave me my 

first lessons in forging partnerships with communities. But it is only during the last 30 

years that I got the opportunity, thanks to UNICEF and later to UNDP but mainly due to 

His Highness the Aga Khan to fully and exclusively devote myself interacting with the 

communities in Pakistan, Bangladesh, India, Maldives, Nepal and Sri Lanka. Over this 

period I have personally held dialogues with over 5,000 communities and today I intend 

to share this experience with you. 

 

I still vividly remember the bitterly cold December in 1982 when I drove 600 kilometers 

from Islamabad to Gilgit on a borrowed jeep. This was the beginning of the Aga Khan 

Rural Support Programme (AKRSP) and forging of partnerships over the next twelve 

years with a million people in one of the most inhospitable and harshest terrain 

anywhere in the world. I brought them a simple message but time tested from the days 

of Raifessen in Nineteenth Century Europe followed by Japan, Taiwan, Comilla 

(Bangladesh) and South Korea. This was a message of partnership in Development. 

AKRSP was not there to listen to their demands, needs and problems and offer 

solutions. AKRSP offered them only a methodology, an approach and social guidance 

to overcome their handicaps themselves. The villagers used to look at me with disbelief. 

A programme bearing the name of one of the richest person in the world not willing to 
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solve their problems and asking them to do things first. I explained this is a partnership 

which entails obligations on both sides and unless the community was prepared to fulfil 

its obligations how can the partnership be formed? Many were impatient and would 

pester me to tell them what was the limit to which the Programme would help them if 

they accepted the terms of partnership and my simple response used to be your limit is 

our limit. Whatever the community can do or was willing to do was the programme limit. 

 

Gradually and incrementally we moved forward. I had already learnt my lesson a few 

years earlier at Daudzai when using a blue print approach a portfolio of projects was 

prepared without consulting the communities, which later on was found to have nothing 

in common what the community wanted. The micro-variations at the local level demand 

consultation and dialogues with each and every community. I was very happy when the 

approach was reinforced by the first World Bank Assessment of AKRSP in 1987 saying 

that the first four years of AKRSP are the missed four years of most rural development 

projects in the world where blueprint took precedence over a process approach. 

 

AKRSP did not go to the communities with a pre-conceived package and left it to each 

community to identify their potential not only as community but also at household level. 

The results were most illuminating. At the community level, it was productive 

infrastructure, mostly irrigation channels and at the household level, it was human 

resource development and micro credit for enterprise. No sooner AKRSP responded to 

the portfolios of opportunities, physical infrastructure, training and upgrading of human 

skills, technological packages in Natural Resource Management and credit 

requirements of each community for enterprise, a visible change in the economic and 

social situation of the poor became apparent followed by a holistic view of development 

by the community itself. Education, Health, clean drinking water, sanitation and 

environment emerged as their priorities. 

 

I have seen people coming out of poverty with my own eyes and smiles on their faces 

instead of abstruse statistics.  
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The one million people I worked with for 12 years in Northern Areas of Pakistan through 

the Aga Khan Rural Support Programme reinforced my conviction of the tremendous 

potential and willingness in people to do many things themselves to come out of 

poverty. All that they needed was a support organisation to help them unleash their 

potential. Once organised the men and women took their destiny in their own hands. 

They knew what would bring them out of poverty. They got thousands of villagers 

trained as service providers, managers of their organisations, identified constructed and 

maintained thousands of physical infrastructure works – irrigation channels, link roads, 

sprinkler irrigation, flood protection works, school buildings etc., increased their 

productive capacity, planted 50 million trees on land brought under irrigation range, 

generated about six megawatts of electricity through village built and managed mini-

hydels which won two international awards one presented by Prince Charles and 

second by Government of Japan as the most innovative project of 2005 and 

accumulated over Rupees four hundred million as their savings resulting in setting up of 

First Micro Finance Bank. 

 

Last time on my visit to Northern Areas I went to a village Ahmedabad where 22 years 

ago I had gone sitting in a basket pulled across the river as there was no bridge on the 

river. The village with 110 households was totally isolated although the Karakorum 

Highway passed by it. The village had no access, no road, no school, no health facility, 

no potable drinking water and no electricity. Today it has everything including two micro-

hydels supplying electricity 24 hours and savings and credit fund of over millions of 

rupees. These people would never have been touched by any growth strategy or macro 

planning. They needed a development strategy which involved each and every 

household in the development process. Unfortunately this is what our macro planners 

fail to comprehend. When I asked them what was the secret of their success, their 

spontaneous response was “we got organised”. The village roads were marked with 

dust bins and environment was litter free.  

 

According to second World Bank evaluation of AKRSP, in ten years the income of the 

people of Northern Areas had in real terms more than doubled. 
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In 1994, when UNDP asked me to take lessons learnt in Northern Areas of Pakistan to 

South Asia, India being the largest country in the region it was the greatest challenge to 

South Asia Poverty Alleviation Programme (SAPAP) to make a difference to the lives of 

women and their households there. The 20 Mandals which SAPAP took as 

demonstration area for empowerment of women and poverty reduction have a different 

story to tell today. On my visits to Andhra Pradesh to SAPAP Mandals, I had never seen 

such a tremendous transformation in a short period  in the lives of the people especially 

the women not only in terms of economic empowerment but in every aspect of life. 

Given the opportunity and support by SAPAP these illiterate rural women demonstrated 

dynamism, managerial and productive skills and a sense of responsibility and sensitivity 

to social evils such as bonded and child labour, social discrimination, indifference or 

excesses of local bureaucracy that one had to see to believe it. The support of the 

Government of Andhra Pradesh to SAPAP was exemplary and when on my request Ms 

Meiko Nishimizu, the Vice President of the World Bank after a four day field visit to 

SAPAP Mandals called it “UNDP’s Miracle” and offered the State Government every 

help to replicate SAPAP in the State, the offer was embraced by the Government .  

 
In Andhra Pradesh, I was told that in a span of 7 years almost 75% of the organised 

households had risen above the subsistence level. When I doubted this statement, the 

women insisted on taking me to their homes. I visited a number of houses which I had 

visited on my first visit in 1995 which had barely any amenities of life available. I was 

wonderstruck to find modern amenities like TV, telephone, toilets etc., in the houses. In 

one house, I did not see TV and I asked the lady if she had been left behind others. She 

asked me to visit her backyard where more than 35 goats were standing. She explained 

her children are young and unlike other children, do not insist on going to neighbours to 

see the TV. Hence she made her choice of preferring goats to TV. This reminded me of 

Nobel Laureate Amartya Sen’s book “Development As Freedom.”  

 

In July 2008, I was again invited to Andhra which had by now organized 9 million rural 

households and helped them rise above the level of subsistence by accessing in 2007 
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Rs. 65,000 million from commercial banks for enterprises and other activities. Since 

2001, the cumulative credit accessed by the organized groups reached billions of 

dollars. 

 

Andhra has been able to demonstrate an approach of poverty reduction encompassing 

9 million rural poor families which has no parallel anywhere in South Asia including 

Grameen Bank. Andhra has found the solution to rural poverty comprising: 

 
i) a three-tier institutional grassroots framework of Self Help Groups (SHGs), 

Village Organizations (VOs) and Mahila Mandal Samakhyas (MMSs); 
 
ii) an independent and autonomous sensitive support organization like 

Society for Elimination of Rural Poverty (SERP) for fostering a statewide 
3-tier grassroots institutional framework; 

 
iii) an interest-subsidy policy for the poor matched with priority banking by 

scheduled banks for the poor; 
 
iv) a state-wide housing subsidy for the destitutes and shelterless identified 

by VOs: 
  
v) full and active support by the State and district administrations under the 

direction of the Chief Minister and the Minister for Rural Development; and 
 
vi) pro-poor Union Government policies such as the employment guarantee 

scheme and other pro-poor initiatives. 
 

This edifice has been nurtured by the State Government, personally by the Chief 

Minister and the Minister for Rural Development. This is the most critical support. 

Without this support, the edifice would not have been able to achieve much. I only wish 

in every State and in every country we could find such champions of the poor as the CM 

and the Minister as in Andhra Pradesh, it will only be then that poverty will become 

history which I am confident it will be in Andhra. 

 

I also paid a visit to Rajiv Gandhi Mahila Vikas Preyojana in Sultanpur-Amethi and met 

Mr. Rahul Gandhi. I was most impressed by his perception and understanding of the 

process of social mobilisation harnessing the potential of the people and his empathy 

and compassion for the poor and the down trodden and how he is determined to reach 

each and every poor household not only in UP but the whole of India. With such 
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champions of poverty elimination, the goal of a poverty free country is certainly 

attainable. 

 

I always mention how in implementing South Asia Poverty Alleviation Programme 

(SAPAP), my friend Venugopal found K. Raju for me which was the best thing that could 

have happened to SAPAP and to me. I had to do nothing thereafter Raju did all even 

finding Vijay Kumar. And now I see another Raju and Vijay emerging in Sampath. This 

trio will indeed set a shining example for the rest of India. 

 

My mentor  Akhter Hameed Khan used to call the Community Resource Persons 

(CRPs) the diamonds and the jewels of the communities. If they remain honest and 

selfless, the organisations will go very far. As he used to say the problem of our 

countries is not economic but moral. The SHGs, VOs, MMSs, ZSs of Andhra have 

shown that at the grassroots there is both honesty and selflessness. They are the real 

social capital. 

 

The former Prime Minister Mr. Shaukat Aziz as Finance Minister sometimes used to ring 

me up on his free weekends to take him on a visit to villages and I took him to quite a 

few villages to show what villagers could accomplish if given support and an enabling 

environment. I was greatly encouraged by his declaration in his address to the nation to 

spread Rural Support Programmes on a wider population base. 

 

In Pakistan, the challenge is how to scale up coverage of poor households which is 

stagnating at under 20% unlike Northern Areas and Chitral where AKRSP reached 

more than 85% of the poor households. With this objective in view, GoP in 1992 

provided resources to set up an independent and autonomous National Rural Support 

Programme (NRSP) on the lines of AKRSP which has been followed  by setting up of 

provincial and regional programmes. 

 

I had the privilege of being a member of the first Independent South Asian Commission 

on Poverty Alleviation. The Commission traveled all over South Asia for a year and 

decided to make an overarching recommendation for poverty alleviation to the Heads of 
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Government of SAARC Countries on the basis of successful poverty reduction initiatives 

in the region. 

 

The SAARC Summit in its meeting at Dhaka in 1993 endorsed the recommendation of 

the Commission that Social Mobilization should be the centerpiece for all poverty 

reduction strategies of the governments of the region.. 

 

AKRSP was not conceived as an NGO based on traditional pattern. Its twin objectives 

included influencing government to adopt the good practices demonstrated by AKRSP 

for poverty reduction. Many sceptics scoffed at the idea and NGO sector felt suspicious 

of RSPs intentions because of close and proactive collaboration with government. 

However, RSPs perseverance has paid dividends and successive governments in 

Pakistan since 1983 looked at AKRSP experience and replication not only with interest 

but in case of NRSP, SRSP, GBTI, PRSP and SRSO actively supported setting up of 

the organisations with financial resources without compromising their independence and 

autonomy. In 1998,  government took a step forward in institutionalizing this support by 

setting up the Pakistan Poverty Alleviation Fund and channeling over US$ 500 million 

through it for poverty reduction.  

 

I was often asked the question where can you find dedicated and committed people to 

replicate AKRSP countrywide. I think 8 RSPs with over 8,000 professionals endowed 

with extremely dedicated and committed leadership is proof enough to demonstrate that 

there is no dearth of professionals and voluntary directors to replicate AKRSP 

countrywide. What is needed are the required resources.   

 

This story of Development has a direct relevance to Sanitation and indeed to a holistic 

approach to eliminating poverty. As is evident from RSPs experience of implementing 

community led total sanitation (CLTS). I was very pleased to hear Kamal Kar say that 

through RSPs, there is genuine community participation otherwise everywhere else it 

was more ad hoc than sustainable. 
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Dr. Akhter Hameed Khan used to say that in Pakistan, development will not come from 

the top. It will come from the bottom and it shall happen in pockets – one island formed 

here and one island there. AKRSP and its replication has shown how true it is. 

 

In the field of sanitation, after smelling the gutters of Orangi in Karachi for six months, 

Akhter Hameed Khan came to the conclusion that low cost sanitation solution was the 

answer to the trials and tribulations of the residence of Orangi.  

 

He assembled a group of experts like Arif Hasan and Parveen Rehman (who is 

participating in this conference also) and challenged them to reduce the cost of laying 

sewerage line from Rs. 10,000 per house being demanded by Karachi Municipal and 

Development Authorities. Once the cost was reduced to less than Rs. 1000 per house, 

lane residents did pay and undertake the work themselves with technical support from 

Orangi Pilot Project (OPP). Later With Tasneem Siddiqi’s help, Akhter Hameed Khan 

added the dimension of rehabilitation and regularization of Kachi Abadis without any 

burden on the exchequer. 

 

OPP also taught another lesson that in sanitation there are two components, namely the 

internal development and the external development. Akhter Hameed Khan advocated 

no subsidy for internal development except technical support. Internal development 

should be the responsibility of the residents and the beneficiaries of the local 

community. External development should be not only the responsibility of the 

government or local councils but should be fully subsidized.  

 

When we applied these principles to the rural areas, we found organized communities in 

villages willing and capable of undertaking internal development such as latrines and 

lane sewerage lines but the treatment plant was beyond their means and had to be fully 

subsidized. 

 



Sanitation & Development … November 18-21, 2008 (New Delhi) 

 
9 

We found Community Led Total Sanitation (CLTS) a most effective bridge to span the 

period between attainment of the goal of sustainable sanitation advocated by OPP and 

the time it takes to motivate the village communities to adopt the OPP model.           

           

Today the Rural Support Programmes Network (RSPN) in Pakistan extends to 93 out of 

127 districts of Pakistan comprising over 100,000 communities with 2 million 

households as members. Pakistan is probably the only country in South Asia where 

Government has provided resources since 1992 for fostering independent and 

autonomous support organizations as envisaged by 1991 Poverty Commission set up 

by SAARC Heads of State. 

 

A new chapter of development seems to be opening up to take the lessons learnt in 

Northern Areas and Chitral by AKRSP over two decades to scale. The Chief Ministers 

Punjab, NWFP and Sindh want to make Social Mobilisation the centerpiece of their 

provincial poverty elimination strategies. The Deputy Chairman, Pakistan’s Planning 

Commission is very keen to mainstream social mobilisation in the current Annual and 

the next Five Year Plan. Pakistan’s Minister of Environment started his career as a 

Social Organizer. The Government of Pakistan is seriously considering implementing a 

Union Council Development Plan with a strong Sanitation Component countrywide. 

 


